Significance of cell adhesion molecules, CD56/NCAM in particular, in human tumor growth and spreading.
Cell adhesion molecules (CAM) represent a large group of cell surface protein moieties with distinctive biological functions. In physiological terms they ascertain cell to cell contact such as cell cohesion of epithelia, condition cell migration and transmigration via biological membranes such as blood vessel walls, provide means for homing cells in a new microenvironment etc. These features of CAM are exploited by tumor cells to grow and spread in a tumor bearing host. CD56/N-CAM antigen is 140 kD isoform of neural cell adhesion molecule. N-CAM belongs to the large Ig superfamily of CAMs. CD56 can be traced at various sites, including nervous tissue, neuro-muscular junctions, neuroendocrine and endocrine organs. It is well known as a differentiation antigen of natural killer (NK) cells. Its role and function are far from clear, but its adhesion properties are evident in cell-cell (homophilic) interactions. CD56 has been, however, demonstrated the cells various human malignancies. Tumors of the nervous system such as neuroblastoma, are well known to express this marker. Malignant lymphomas of T-NK cell origin bear CD56, as well as multiple myeloma, melanoma and some cancers of epithelial origin. These data suggest that CD56/N-CAM antigen is, in some unknown manner involved in tumor biology.